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In the wide world of vitamin supplements, herbal products, and 
get thin quick schemes, one factor presents itself routinely as the 
cornerstone by which all health goals are achieved, and that is di-
gestion and absorption. Without the alimentary canal in working 
order, it becomes difficult if not impossible to reap the benefits 
of vitamins, herbal products, and to alter metabolism. When we 
look back historically, digestive fire is routinely mentioned as 
something to be kept alive, managed, and from its health either 
vitality or illness will spring. In Ayurveda, the traditional medical 
system of India, this concept is referred to 
as agni. Agni is not simply the capacity of 
the body to secrete enzymes and acids to 
break down and ultimately absorb food, 
but rather it is a highly nuanced process 
and the products of this fire are myriad 
and worthy of exploration. By diving into 
a deeper understanding of what agni is and 
its many functions, clinicians can perhaps 
find inspiration and innovation to their 
approaches to digestive health, supple-
mentation, and even correcting systemic 
imbalances in their patients. 

The concept of agni is vast, there are over 
forty types of agni in the body, with 13 
main types. There are three aspects of agni, 
the first aspect is the one most familiar 
with Westerners, and that is the reaction to 
food and drink in the body. This is known 
as jatharagni and it very literally refers to 
the transformation of food and drink into 
an absorbable form.1 This aspect of di-
gestion is the starting point for the health 
and production of the other two aspects 
of our digestion. It should be mentioned, 
however, that from a strict linguistic standpoint, the word for 
digestion is paka, and agni is the agent by which that is possible. 
Agni in this case includes aroma, taste, the motive force of chew-
ing, and more. This is an important distinction because one does 
not treat paka, paka is merely a function of the actions of agni. 
Where this becomes relevant to the practitioner is in the form of 
approach. For instance, consider an individual with gas, bloating, 
and discomfort whenever eating for whom elimination diets 
have not proven useful. It could be said that the agni is impaired, 

which is leading to disharmony of digestion/paka. In this case, 
additional fire is needed in the form of digestive enzymes and 
supplemental acid to rekindle this aspect of digestion. Another 
classical way this is accomplished is through the employment of 
Trikatu, a combination of long pepper, black pepper, and ginger. 
By addressing the digestive fire of an individual, one has another 
tool to address the situation where more common approaches 
have failed. Given that hypochlorhydria occurs in roughly 4% of 
healthy individuals,2 and can cause a plethora of symptoms, these 

are all addressed through this function of 
maintaining agni. 

The second aspect of agni is known as 
Bhutagni, which on its face represents the 
liver’s ability to transmute the chemicals in 
food to be brought into our cells or excreted 
from the body. Traditionally in Ayurveda, 
it is split into five elemental types. This 
aspect of transformation is tied to a spe-
cific element of earth, air, ether, water, and 
fire. If one is attempting a 1 to 1 correlate 
between a Western understanding and 
Ayurveda’s medical philosophy, it would 
be the aspect of the cytochrome p450 sys-
tem, and how different substrates elicit dif-
ferent metabolites, all highly variable based 
on which chemical, and which enzyme, are 
interacting. To take this knowledge a step 
further, this is a chief aspect where many 
botanicals are exerting their effects, as they 
too bring a variety of phytochemicals, each 
with their own elemental and cytochrome 
affinities. Picrorhiza kurroa, Cucurma longa, 
and Eclipta alba have all been described in 
classic texts to treat this level of agni. Today, 

research is beginning to validate these traditionally used herbs. 
For instance. Picrorhiza was studied for its ability to correct liver 
enzymes in those with acute hepatitis, with favourable results.3 
Meanwhile, turmeric has long been accepted by the larger scientific 
community for its utility in curbing inflammation. What is less 
well known, is a study on its ability to walk back the severity of 
non-alcoholic fatty liver disease, which it was found doses as low 
as 70 mg of curcuminoids (found in 500 mg crude herb) were 
associated with decreased liver fat and improved liver enzyme 
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profiles.4 Eclipta alba, a very famous liver herb in the Ayurvedic ma-
teria medica, is also finally receiving the human clinical it is long 
overdue to have. A study of 60 mildly hypertensive male subjects 
saw improved liver function, lipid profiles, and decreased blood 
pressures when taking 3 grams per day, in divided doses, over 
a 60-day period.5 So for patients with whom elimination diets, 
digestive enzymes, and herbal bitters may have not proven useful, 
beginning to assess the liver and its metabolic functioning can 
prove the next important step. By utilizing herbs well known for 
their hepatosupportive effects, corrections to the agni’s functioning 
will result in not only improved digestion, but may also provide 
a sense of better assimilation into daily life at all levels of being. 

The third aspect of agni is referred to as Dhatvagni, which is split 
into seven types, each corresponding to the different tissues of the 
human body.6 These seven tissue types are Asthi Dhatu – bones; 
Majja Dhatu – the nervous system; Mamsa Dhatu – muscles; Medas 
Dhatu – fat; Rakta Dhatu – blood; Rasa Dhatu – plasma; and Shukra 
Dhatu – the reproductive tissues. This tissue specific agni is best 
correlated with individual cellular metabolism. What is unique 
here is that the concept of digestion, absorption, and metabolism 
discussed previously as agni essentially repeat themselves at the 
cellular level. Meaning, each cell has its own agni, comprised 
of the aspects already discussed previously. This is the deepest 
layer of digestion and yet is also the most functional insomuch 
that it is at this cellular level that all aspects of life occur, and the 
life that humans experience is actually a culmination of these 
efforts. It is then important for the individual to recognize the 
bidirectional way this feeds back into health: proper diet and 

well managed agni forces will lead to healthy cellular function, 
and healthy cellular function is how healthy digestion occurs. 
The best way to approach this deep layer botanically is through 
herbs that affect the body and the mind. As agni is reflected in 
the macrocosm of the entirety of the gastrointestinal system and 
also the microcosm of cellular metabolism, so too is the mind 
linked to the gut. Often in naturopathic medicine, homeopathics, 
flower essences, and cell salts are all employed with stubborn 
cases. These are energetic treatments that attempt to influence the 
body at a vibrational level. By using herbs that affect the mind as 
well as the body, we approach addressing this deep layer of agni 
to better treat the macrocosm that is digestive health. Herbs such 
as Ashwagandha, Boswellia, and Satavari, are all known to work 
in this way and each has been studied for its own mind-soothing 
effects coupled with inflammation modulating properties.7,8,9 

For example, in the case of a 55-year-old female presenting 
with a chief complaint of weight gain, ultrasound revealed a fatty 
liver with marked AST/ALT elevations. The medical observation 
that liver is stressed is obvious, but what is not as obvious is 
the question, “What else is she unable to digest?” In this case, 
not only did she suffer from gas and bloating as well as nausea 
despite a relatively healthy diet, but no one had asked into all 
aspects of what the patient was transforming in her life. In her 
case, she had lost her father, and her mother was diagnosed 
with rapidly progressive Alzhiemer’s disease within months of 
each other. Despite choosing relatively healthy foods, the patient 
admitted she had been stress eating as a coping mechanism. In 
this example, the patient’s Bhutaagni disharmony is coming from 
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a two-pronged insult. First, physically, she is dampening her agni 
with overconsumption. Regardless of the type of food, Ayurveda 
states that overconsumption, as well as irregular eating habits, will 
directly impact agni. Secondly, her deepest aspects of self which 
are governed by Dhatvagni have been impaired from a mental/
spiritual insult that she is unable to digest. The diagnosis was that 
the agni was suppressed. Both from exhaustion due to overeating 
and from a rejection of one’s life circumstances. The treatment 
then is to stoke the fires of agni very gently. Due to the deep and 
expansive nature of agni as previously discussed, in Ayurveda, it 
is wise to very gently stoke the fires within a patient as to avoid 
imbalance in the other direction, causing further inflammation. 

The treatment was a simple combination of the powders of 
ginger, long pepper, and black pepper mixed with a small amount 
of honey and administered twice a day. This herbal combination 
is known classically as trikatu. Honey meanwhile is used not only 
to make it palatable, but also it is said to have the ability to “scrape 
away toxins.” Since the patient was overweight and had fatty liver, 
it can be assumed that assistance with any toxic removal would 
be warranted. The dosing strategy was also simple, ¼ teaspoon 
twice a day for 2 days, then increasing by ¼ teaspoon every 2 days 
until getting to 1 teaspoon twice a day. However, if at any point 
she experienced gastrointestinal discomfort or reflux, then to back 
off that dose by ¼ teaspoon, and maintain the highest amount 
that can be used without causing any discomfort. Additionally, 
Ashwagandha was employed to promote sleep, help with energy 
levels, and help the patient detangle from her stressful emotions 
enough to be able to cope with them. Within three months of 
this treatment, the patient had lost 15 lbs and began to have 
improved labs. By none months she had returned to weight prior 
to the loss of her father and her liver had returned to normal 
functioning. Additionally, she was able to release herself from 
being the sole caretaker of her mother which led to better care 
for both patient and parent. 

To summarize, agni is not to be described as simple digestion, 
but rather the pivot around which all factors responsible for the 
maintenance of health and, when not cared for, the causation 
of disease revolve. By opening up the meaning of the concept 
of “digestive fire,” and therefore digestion itself, to include con-
siderations around the complex mechanisms we already know 
to be occurring, we find new lenses and avenues to explore and 
ultimately enhance the health of patients, practitioners, and by 
extension, the planet. 
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...agni is not to be described as simple digestion, but rather the pivot 
around which all factors responsible for the maintenance of health  

and, when not cared for, the causation of disease revolve.
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